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Abstract 
Aggressive behaviour among school children had raised a cause of concern in Malaysia. The development of aggressive behaviour places 
children at serious risk for future mal-adaptation in the form of continued aggression, conduct problems, and overall difficulties in the domain 
of social relationships. Therefore, there is a need to study the origins and development of aggressive behaviour.   This paper focuses on the 
nature of aggressive behaviour among school children, the theories that underlying the aggressive behaviour, and the impact of media violence 
on the development of aggressive behaviour of school children. 
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1.  Introduction 
Children in the twenty first century are exposed to greater undesirable influences and challenges as compared to the children 
of the previous decades. For instance, children were exposed to different types of violence in their world (e.g. community, 
family, peers and media) and increase in the risk for violence and aggression as a result of that exposure.  
Recent cases of violence and aggression have become a cause of concern in Malaysia. According to the National Police Chief 
Malaysia, arrests of youth for serious crimes such as harassment, intimidation, sexual assault, murder, robbery, rioting and raping 
have been on a steady increase. In fact, there was an increase in numbers of juvenile being arrested in year 2007 (3,383) 
compared to 2008 (3,725) (Jenayah Babitkan Para Pelajar Meningkat, 2009). In addition, the numbers of arrested juvenile 
between the ages of 7 to 18 years old were also increase in the period of January - April year 2010 compared to the January – 
April 2009, that are 604 and 453 respectively (Kadar Jenayah Babit Pelajar, Kanak-kanak Meningkat, 2010).  This trend has 
raised public concern as Malaysian youth are assets to being a fully developed nation. 
According to the recent advances in understanding the development of children aggression, the development of aggression in 
the early childhood years are linked to violence and delinquent in later adolescence and adults (Christakis & Zimmerman, 2007). 
Loeber and Hay (1997) also argued that aggressive behaviour patterns in childhood are also predictors of criminal and delinquent 
behaviour later in life. Equally, a longitudinal study has proven that individuals who more exhibiting an aggressive and antisocial 
behavioural style during childhood have greater risk for continued aggression and criminality in adulthood (Moffitt, Caspi, Rutter 
& Silva, 2001). 
Aggressive behaviour is also linked to several of negative outcomes such as peer rejection and juvenile delinquency (Van 
Lier, Vitaro & Eisner, 2007).  The delinquency in the early stage is in the form of rule-breaking such as truancy, smoking, 
drinking, suspension and vandalism (Abd Wahad, 2006). The absence of effective measures to intervene and overcome these 
social problems is a catalyst to more serious criminal misconduct such as bullying, injury to others, rape, theft and murder in later 
life.  
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There are different beliefs and assumptions in the understanding of the development of aggression (Matthews, 2001). For 
example, aggressive behaviour is determined by various factors such as emotional regulation ability, genetic factors, personal 
characteristics (i.e. age, gender, temperament, and academic achievement), peers influence, exposure to violent, media violence, 
family factors and family functioning, parenting styles, parental stress and family dysfunction. Therefore, the origins and 
development of aggressive behaviour need to be explored and described, in order to have a better understanding of the puzzling 
and disturbing phenomenon so that it can be addressed specifically.  
This paper will focus on the media influence upon the development of aggressive behaviour of children.  This is because the 
consumption of media such as television, video game and computer has increased among children since the advent of mass 
media. Some studies showed that most of the children programming consists of violent content that will effect on children 
aggression through their observation learning.   
2.  Definitions of aggression 
“Aggression is the delivery of an aversive stimulus from one person to another, with intent to harm and with an expectation of 
causing such harm, when the other person is motivated to escape or avoid the stimulus.”  (Geen, 2001, p.3).  However, there are 
different kinds of aggressive behavior and hence there may be no single definition of aggression. Indeed, aggressive behaviour 
has different manifestations (e.g. direct & indirect form of aggression) and motivation (e.g. functions) (Polman, 2008). Direct 
forms of aggression include of verbal aggression, physical aggression against others, physical aggression against property or 
objects, and physical aggression against self, however, the verbal aggression may occur with or without physical attack to others 
(Gendreau & Archer, 2005).  However, indirect aggression is an act without any physical attack but harming others with various 
kinds of social intermediary, such as gossiping, ostracizing, threatening and social exclusion in order to damage peer relationship 
or social status of the victim (Gendreau & Archer, 2005).    
Aggressive behaviour can also be explained through two underlying functions: reactive aggression and proactive aggression 
(Card & Little, 2006; Fite, Stoppelbein & Greening, 2009).  According to Berkowitz (1994), the idea of reactive aggression can 
be explained by the frustration-anger theory.  From this perspective, reactive aggression is refer to an act that actuated by a 
provocation (e.g. attack or insult) and it may be displayed in both self-defensive or angry actions (Geen, 2001) .  On the other 
hand, proactive aggression is defined as an aggressive behaviour that without immediate provocation but by other motives to 
harm, dominate, obtaining goods and other such goals (Geen, 2001). The concept of proactive aggression has its root in social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1973, in Polman, 2008).  The social learning theory proposed that aggression is learned through 
environmental and controlled by rewards and punishments (Bandura, 1973, in Polman, 2008).   
In sum, aggression can be explained in the three aspects: harmful consequences, intent to harm and the desire to escape from 
the harmful stimulus by victim.  
 
3.  Social learning theory and aggression 
 
    According to social learning theory, aggressive behaviour is both learned through observation of model and maintained 
through reinforcement contingencies and punishment Bandura (1973). For example, a child observes multitudinous examples of 
aggression both in their environment such as in school, at home and in the fantasy world of television programs, computer and 
video games. Then, the child will develop a rudimentary knowledge of certain rules to conduct progressively by observing the 
consequences of aggressive behaviour of the model (Geen, 2001). This is a way where a new behaviour of children is formed. 
Whether the child acted out the behaviour he/she learned is depends on the contingencies that the child perceives for his/her 
behaviour (Geen, 2001). This means that the likelihood to behave aggressively is high if the child experience reward or positive 
reinforcement from his/her aggressive behaviour. Furthermore, observing an influential model (e.g. popular TV character and 
idol) lead to the acquisition of the observed behaviour even the observed model are not received any positive reinforcement for 
his/her behaviour. Therefore, in predicting whether or not the learned behaviour will actually be performed, Eyal & Rubin (2003) 
suggested that when a violent event is repeatedly met positive outcomes (e.g. social approval, pleasantries), the positive outcome 
of the behaviour will lead the child to respond in the same way if a similar situation comes up again.  
    In short, the social learning theory explains the mechanisms that leading to acquisition, performance and maintenance of 
aggression with reference to the principles of observational and instrumental learning. 
 
4.  Media violence and aggression 
 
     Since the advent of digital era nowadays, the exposure of media violence and its effect on children aggressive behaviour has 
been a focus of public concern and scientific research. This is because of the use of media such as television, video game and 
computer has become popular among children nowadays. For instance, research found that children who are younger than 6 
years old are spending an average of 2 hours on watching television, DVD/videos, using computer and playing video games 
(Christakis, Ebel, Rivara, & Zimmerman, 2004). Likewise, children aged between 8 and 18 are reported to spend more than 40 
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hours per week in using media, such as computers, video game, and television (Anderson & Bushman, 2001). According to the 
Kaiser Family Foundation Study (2010), children aged between 8 and 18 in U.S. are reported spend more than 7 hours in using 
media, with  approximately 4 hours on watching television, 2 hours on listening to music and other audio, 1 hour on computer 
use, and 1 hour on playing video game. From this we can infer that children are exposed to media most of their time. 
This paper will further discuss the general aggression model (GAM: Anderson & Bushman, 2002) in understanding the effects 
of violence media and the aggression. 
 
4.1. The general aggression model (GAM)   
    Recently, many researchers endorsed a theoretical model called the general aggressive model (GAM: Anderson & Bushman, 
2002) in the study of the impact of media violence and aggressive behaviour (Ferguson et al., 2008). This model is developed 
based on the model of social information processing (Crick & Dodge, 1996), Bandura’s theory of social learning (1973), the 
script theory (Huesmann & Miller, 1994), the excitation transfer model of Zillmann (1983, in Anderson & Bushman, 2002), and 
the cognitive neo-associationist model of Berkowitz (1994).  
GAM suggested that the learning, activation, and use of aggressive cognitive scripts (aggression-related knowledge structures 
that stored in the memory) plays important role in the enactment of an aggressive behaviour (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). The 
formation of aggressive cognitive scripts occurs from viewing violent media. The function of these aggressive cognitive scripts is 
to provide information on the individual’s response under certain social phenomena.  GAM proposed that exposure to media 
violence effect on an individual’s present internal state such as cognitive, affective and arousal state which leads to the increase 
of aggression. More aggressive scripts will form if the person is exposed to greater extent of violent stimuli such as television, 
video games and computer games.  
According to Anderson and Bushman (2002), individuals who expose to media violence via passive modelling have greater 
risk to engage in aggressive behaviour regardless of personality, family environment, genetics, or other biological contributions. 
Therefore, based on GAM, violent media can results in both short-term and long-term impacts on children aggression by 
exposing the children to the violent stimuli which causes the formation of aggressive cognition scripts, increase arousal and the 
creation of an aggressive affective state over time (Bushman & Anderson, 2002).  
 
4.2. Television violence   
    A study showed that 95% of children watch programs that are not specifically produced for them (Comstock & Paik, 1991). 
Besides, research found that there were violence and aggression elements in the commercial television programming which is 
designed specifically for children (Violence, 1998). According to the National Television Violence Study (NTVS) by Kaise 
Family Foundation in 2003, children’s programs are more violent (69%) than adults programs (57%). NTVS (2003) reported that 
child who watches average 2 hours of cartoons a day may see approximately 10,000 violent incidents in a year, and there are at 
least 500 pose a high risk for them to learning and imitating violence and aggressive behaviour.  
According to past researches, exposure to media violence has shown negative short-term and long-term effects of on its 
audiences, especially in children and adolescents (Coyne & Archer, 2005). Short-term effects are related to the increase of the 
aggressive behaviour in the interaction with others after watching violence on television (Coyne & Archer, 2005). Most of the 
research designs in examining the short-term effects of media violence are experimental and meta-analysis research design. 
Meanwhile, long-terms effects are related to the effects of media violence from childhood aggression to adulthood criminality 
(Bushman & Huesmann, 2006). Most of the researcher employed a longitudinal research design in examining the effects of long-
term media violence to aggression (e.g. Huesmann, Moisc-Titus, Podolski & Eron, 2003, Huesmann & Miller, 1994).  
Previews laboratory experimental and field studies on the effects of media violence on children aggression suggested that 
exposure to media violence leads to children’s real-life aggression (Geen, 2001). Krahé & Möller (2010) conduct a cross-
sectional study to determine the relations between the habitual consumption of media and the aggressive tendency among 
adolescence in a school setting. They found that media violence exposure was a unique predictor of teacher-rated aggression. 
Furthermore, path analysis of the study also confirmed a direct positive link from media violence usage to teacher-rated 
aggression for both girls and boys in the study. This study was in line with the meta-analysis studied conducted by Bushman & 
Huesmann (2006) which also found that exposure to media violence not only significantly predicted aggression behaviour but 
also aggressive idea, arousal and anger.  In the same way, there were reported a significant association between media violence 
exposure and physical and relational aggression (Gentile, Mathieson & Crick, 2010). 
Apart from laboratory experimental and field studies, a number of longitudinal investigations have identified the media 
exposure and aggression behaviour over time also. Huesmann et. al. (2003) conducted a longitudinal study in order to test the 
longitudinal relations between television violence viewing at ages 6 to 10 and adult aggressive behaviour in about 15 years. They 
found that childhood exposure to media violence predicted aggressive behaviour in later life for both males and females and 
remained persist when the effect of socioeconomic status, intellectual ability, and parenting factors were controlled. Similarly, 
Christakis & Zimmerman (2007) showed that watching violent program during in early childhood (2 to 4 years) was related to 
the risk for antisocial and aggression at school age (7 to 9 years). Thus, these research findings provide evidences that exposure 
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to television violence was linked to children aggressive behaviour and this aggressive behaviour was linked to violence in later 
adolescence and adulthood.      
 
4.3. Video game violence 
    In recent years, a proliferation of studies on the negative effects of violent video games playing in young children has occurred 
concurrently and prospectively (Geen, 2001). The popularity of video games is a relatively recent phenomenon in children’s and 
adolescent’s leisure activities than television viewing and listening to the music.  Recent surveys have shown that 84% of the 
American teens (roughly 90% of boys and 75% of girls) play video games regularly (Bartholow & Anderson, 2002). Research 
has shown that majority of the video games consists of extremely violent in nature (Bartholow & Anderson 2002). For example, 
there are some types of violent actions such as beating monsters, brutal mass killings, and shooting on enemies as the primary 
strategy for winning the game in the video game.  
Dill and Dill (1998) suggested that violence on video game triggers aggressive behaviour in young children much as the same 
way as violence on television and film. This is because the player is exposed to the same images and sounds as that produced in 
the violent television or film. Hence, the violent video game player was assumed to has the same cognitive and motivational 
changes experience in the priming of aggressive response, increased accessibility of violent thoughts and feelings in memory and 
retrieved of aggressive behavioural scripts as same as violent television audience (Geen, 2001). On the other hand, there were 
some differences between playing video game and watching television regarding to their features. Dill and Dill (1998) stated that 
one of the unique features of video-game playing that make difference between the two is that observation of television program 
is passive but the game player is participate actively in the story beside exposed to the violent elements in the game. 
Furthermore, the player is reinforced of his/her aggressive acts directly by earning the points and accessible to the next level of 
game. Therefore, the effects of video game playing in the increased of aggression is even greater compared to exposure to 
television violence (Anderson & Bushman, 2001). 
Several recent studies argued that violent video games playing links to both short-term and long-term effects in aggression 
behaviour, thoughts and feelings (Bartholow & Anderson, 2002).  A correlational study that conducted by Anderson and Dill 
(2000) found that there was a positive relationship between violent video game playing and aggressive delinquent behaviour of 
the video game player. Moreover, Anderson and Dill (2000) also found that participants who played violent game in the lab 
behaved more aggressively than participants who played a non-violent game. Similar findings were reported by Bartholow and 
Anderson (2002) that violent video game playing causes increase in aggressive behaviour. Participants who played the high 
violent video game are reported to act more aggressively compared to the participants who played non-violent game towards an 
opponent during retaliation task in the study.   
In addition, regarding longitudinal studies, Möller & Krahé (2009) examined the relationship between exposure to violent 
video games and aggressive cognitions and behaviour among 295 German adolescents. Overall, the researchers found a direct 
relationship between exposure to violent video games and aggressive cognitions and behaviour. In other words, this study found 
that exposure to violent games would increase the acceptance of physical aggression as a conflict-solving strategy when dealing 
with others.  This research finding also provide a complement to the earlier studies conducted by Huesmann et. al. (2003) by 
showing that the use of violent video games also has a long-term effect on aggressive behavior in the form of physical aggression 
among adolescents.  
 
5. Conclusion 
 
In short, this paper focused on the effects of exposure to media violent to the likelihood of viewer’s subsequent aggressive 
behaviour. Media violence was leads to both short-term and long-term effects on the development of aggressive behaviour of 
children. Children developed their behavioural patterns and scripts through tangible experiences and observation learning.  
Several important situations have been identified that media violence influences on the increase of aggressive behaviour 
among children. There were the perceptions of the observed aggressive acts, the perceptions of positive consequences from the 
aggressive behaviour, imitation from an admired aggressor model and inability to distance between self and the character in the 
media aggression (Krahé, 2001).    
Given that other factors such as trait aggression, family violence and gender (Ferguson et al. 2008) have to be considered in 
the study of the children aggression, however, media violence is one of many factors that have greater potential in leading to 
children aggression. In fact, considering the child’s early emergence of behavioural problems nowadays, it is important to 
identify the main factors that contribute to the behavioural problems of the child.  
Therefore, suitable prevention and intervention program can be adopted to promote pro-social behaviour and better mental 
health of children in Malaysian elementary school. It is our responsibility to ensure that our future generation are well prepared 
and capable for the development of nation. 
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